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ABSTRACT 

The structure of the international system underwent a fundamental change with 
the end of the cold war. The shift from bipolarity to multipolarity has loosened many 
of the constraints on the balancing behavior of the states that make up that system. 

Using neorealist theory, this paper examines the balancing choices of states in a 
multipolar world. Neorealism is clear in suggesting that under bipolarity, the great 
powers' balancing choice was inclined toward internal balancing — the development 
of one's own economic or military power. In a multipolar system, however, great 
powers will have greater opportunities for external balancing — allying with other 
powers. 

Additionally, the presence of nuclear weapons provides small states with the 
ability to balance against great powers. This may lead them to abandon their 
traditional reliance on alliances with great powers as the primary means for providing 
for their security. 

The European states system in the period 1856-1878 is used as a case study. 
Findings suggest that those states with the capability to balance internally do so. 

Using that knowledge, it is predicted that in the current era internal balancing will 
also be apparent, with the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction as a 
consequence. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 



The structure of the international system underwent a fundamental 
change with the end of the cold war. The shift from bipolarity to multipolarity has 
loosened many of the constraints on the balancing behavior of the states that 
make up that system. This paper uses neorealist theory to attempt to predict 
whether the states in a multipolar system are more likely to balance via internal 
(developing military and/or economic capability) or external (forming or 
strengthening existing alliances or weakening those of an opponent) methods. 
Neorealist theory is clear in suggesting that under bipolarity, the great powers' 
balancing choices are principally oriented toward internal balancing — the 
development of one's own economic or military power. In a multipolar system, 
however, great powers will once again have increased opportunities for external 
balancing — forming or strengthening existing alliances or weakening those of an 
opponent. 

While neorealist theory joins other balance of power theories in 
predicting that systemic factors will drive states to balance against power rather 
than bandwagoning with it, there has not been any clear statement concerning 
that choice. Using neorealist theory, this paper develops hypotheses 
concerning the balancing choices of states in a multipolar world. Additionally, as 
the presence of nuclear weapons provides smaller powers the ability to balance 
the great powers efficiently and effectively, it is suggested that this may lead 
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smaller powers to abandon their traditional reliance on alliances as the primary 
means for providing for their security. 

Structural theory holds that international political outcomes are not 
determined by what a state is like but rather by the constraining and disposing 
force of the system on the units. The structure of the system is taken to be that 
of anarchy — the absence of a central authority which states are obligated to 
obey. The condition of anarchy suggests that the primary goal of states is 
achieving their own security, and that the use of force is an option for achieving 
that goal. States are therefore concerned not only about their own power, but 
about the level of that power relative to other states in the system. The actions 
taken by states to preserve their security and relative position result in the 
formation of balances of power. 

The European states system in the period 1856-1878 is used as a case 
study. That period was selected for its similarity to the current era. In both 
cases the structure which had constrained the actions of the great powers in 
those systems has undergone a significant change. In the nineteenth century 
this re-structuring was do to the breakup of the Concert System, whose end was 
signalled by the Crimean War. In the current era the restructuring of the system 
is the result of the end of the cold war — punctuated by the dissolution of the • 
Soviet Union. Both cases also find a single predominant power (Great Britain 
and the United States, respectively) within an array of great powers whose 
balancing choices will have a significant impact on its security. 
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Findings from the nineteenth century case suggest that great powers are 
sensitive to the non-economic costs of alliance: uncertainty, abandonment, 
entrapment and the loss of sovereignty. Accordingly, those states with the 
capability to balance internally are likely to eschew alliance. That a state could 
do so is related to its ability to provide for its own security by internal means. 

Using that knowledge, it is predicted that in the current era internal 
balancing will also be prevalent. If states which possess the capability to 
provide reasonably for their own defense prefer to forego alliances, the 
implication is for a loosening of the current alliance structure which is a holdover 
form the bipolar era. In addition, the presence and probable proliferation of 
weapons of mass destruction provides the necessary means to achieve this 
internal balancing to an increasing number of states. An examination of those 
states which did not have security guarantees from one of the superpowers 
during the cold war shows that fifty percent of them either did or were suspected 
of trying to develop weapons of mass destruction. As a consequence, it is 
predicted that if states chose to balance against the hegemony of the United 
States acquisition of WMD will be one of the means by which they will do so. 
Structural factors may, however, be underdeterminate in the nuclear era, and 
other determinants of a state's security policy (domestic political factors, 
bureaucratic politics, the impact of international treaties or organization) may 
have primacy in a state's decision to develop or not to develop WMD. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 



As long as there have been systems of states, those persons who have thought 
about international relations have recognized the tendency of the actors within those 
systems to form balances of power. Thucydides, for instance, writing in the fifth 
century BC, referred directly to the maintenance of such a balance between the Greek 
city-states as being among the main causes of the Peloponnesian War when he wrote 
"The growth in the power of Athens, and the alarm which this inspired in Lacedemon, 
made war inevitable." 1 Balance of power was similarly recognized by Machiavelli, 
Hobbes and Montesquieu, but "[these] writers themselves only nibbled at the edges of 
the subject," 2 rather than systematizing or developing a full theory of it. Further 
attempts to do so were made, with varying degrees of success, by David Hume, A. F. 
Pollard, Edward Gulick, George Liska, and Hans J. Morgenthau, among others, 3 and 
yet, although the discourse was extensive, the subject remained elusive. 



Thucydides. History of the Peloponnesian War. Translated by Crawley. New 
York: Modern Library, 1951. Book I, paragraph 24 [Chapter I, Modern Library edition, 
P-15]. 



2 Gulick, Edward Vose. Europe's Classical Balance of Power. Ithaca, NY: 

Cornell University Press, 1955. p. vii. 

3 David Hume (1742), "Of the Balance of Power, "in Charles W. Hendel (ed.), 
David Hume's Political Essays ( Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1953). A. F. Pollard,- 
"Balance of Power," (Journal of the British Institute of International Affairs, II [March 
1923]). Edward Gulick, op cit. George Liska, Nations in Alliance: The Limits of 
Interdependence (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1962). Hans J. Morgenthau, 

Politics Among Nations (New York: Knopf, 1948). See also Stanley Hoffman, The State 
of War (New York: Praeger, 1965), Morton Kaplan, System and Process in International 
Politics (New York: Wiley, 1957) and Richard Rosecrance, Action and Reaction in 
World Politics (Boston: Little, Brown, 1963). 



1 



One of the problems in balance of power theory lay in developing an adequate 
definition of the phenomenon. As A. F. Pollard noted, balance of power "may mean 
almost anything; and is used not only in different senses by different people, or in 
different senses by the same people at different times, but in different senses by the 
same person at the same time." 4 Hans J. Morgenthau, for instance, who devotes an 
entire section of his realist classic Politics Among Nations to the subject, defines it in 
four ways: "... (1) as a policy aimed at a certain state of affairs, (2) as an actual state 
of affairs, (3) as an approximately equal distribution of power, (4) as any distribution of 
power." 5 The inability to define the term coherently meant that "Morgenthau was 
unable to create a consistent and convincing theory." 6 

A leading theory in international relations today is neorealism, particularly 
those ideas put forth by Kenneth N. Waltz in Theory of International Politics 7 In his 
work he explicitly attempts to "cut through" the "confusion" surrounding this issue. 8 "If 



4 quoted in Gulick, p. v. 

5 Morgenthau, p. 167n. 

6 Keohane, Robert 0., ed. Neorealism and its Critics. New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1986. p. 13. 

7 Although Waltz's work is a landmark, it is not without critics. See Robert 0. 
Keohane, ed. Neorealism and its Critics. (New York: Columbia University Press,' 
1986). Barry Buzan, Charles Jones and Richard Little develop a theory of structural 
realism in The Logic of Anarchy: Neorealism to Structural Realism (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1993) which, although it uses Waltz as a jumping off point, 
comes to somewhat different conclusions. 

8 Waltz, Kenneth N. Theory of International Politics. New York: Random House, 
1979. p. 117. 
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